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The Brave New World:
Young Porteous and Scottish 
Presbyterianism in the Interwar Years
Stewart J. Brown
Norman	Walker	 Porteous,	 Church	 of	 Scotland	minister	 and	Old	
Testament	scholar,	completed	his	education	and	began	his	professional	






sacrifices of the Great War and also of disillusionment over the grim 
social	realities	of	economic	recession,	unemployment	and	mass	poverty.	
The	interwar	years	were	a	testing	time	for	a	young,	aspiring	minister	
and scholar-teacher, seeking to hold on to a life-affirming faith. Yet 
they	were	also	an	exciting	time,	when	beliefs	and	ideologies	mattered,	
when	old	Victorian	moral	certainties	and	intellectual	landmarks	were	





events	 shaping	 the	Scottish	Church	 and	 society	 during	 these	 years	













horrendous sacrifices of the war, a brave new world in which poverty, 
class	hatred,	exploitation	and	social	violence	would	 fade.	That	 this	
was	not	to	be	should	not	surprise	us,	given	the	emotional	exhaustion,	
the	 disillusionment	with	 high-sounding	 ideals	 and	 perhaps	 above	
all	 the	 economic	 stagnation	of	 the	 post-war	 years.	But	 the	 failures	
to	achieve	the	high	social	 ideals	were	painful,	when	set	against	 the	
sacrifices made in the Great War and the promises made to those who 
had	survived	the	war.	
















and	 spiritual	 interpretation	 of	 the	 awesome	 events.17	One	 of	 those	
returning	from	service	was	Norman	Porteous,	the	son	of	a	schoolmaster	
in	Haddington,	who	had	grown	up	in	a	close-knit	family	secure	in	the	







































in	the	coming	Great	War	against	Poverty?’19 In the final months of the 
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Congregations found it difficult to follow the instructions from their 
General	Assembly	 and	 conduct	 study	 groups	 on	 post-war	 reform,	
when	there	was	no	real	consensus	about	the	meaning	of	the	war.	‘The	
Commission’,	 concluded	one	West	of	Scotland	minister	 in	 January	






international	 right	 and	human	 liberty	 since	 the	war	 began.’21	 Such	
sectarian	 attacks	 ignored	 the	 tens	 of	 thousands	 of	Catholics	who	
had fallen fighting for Britain. Others denounced advocates of peace 









the	moderators	 of	 the	General	Assemblies	 of	 both	 the	Church	 of	
Scotland	and	the	United	Free	Church	issued	a	joint	call	for	a	National	
Mission	 of	Rededication.	The	Churches	would	 lead	 the	 nation	 in	
thanksgiving	 for	 its	 deliverance	 and	 call	 upon	 the	 nation	 to	work	
together	for	social	reconstruction	and	the	creation	of	the	new	Christian	






than	 a	 gesture,	 and	 it	 failed	 to	 arouse	much	 commitment	 among	 a	
Scottish	population	emotionally	exhausted	and	weary	of	high-sounding	
phrases.	Conservatives	in	the	Church	suspected	the	National	Mission	
was	 intended	 to	 commit	 the	Church	 to	 a	 collectivist	 and	 socialist	
reform	 agenda.	Liberals	 suspected	 it	was	 an	 attempt	 to	 divert	 the	









































College	 to	prepare	 for	 the	ministry	of	 the	United	Free	Church.	He	








not. He had been fortunate as a young officer to have survived his 
time	at	the	Western	Front;	indeed,	had	he	not	been	withdrawn	from	his	





The Social Unrest of the 1920s
By	the	early	1920s,	the	prospect	that	Church	and	nation	in	Scotland	




population.	 Further,	 the	 post-war	British	 state	 had	 quickly	moved	
away	from	any	sweeping	programmes	of	social	reconstruction.	The	
general	election	of	1918	had	returned	a	majority	for	the	Conservative-





a	whole	 sank	 into	 a	 prolonged	 slump,	 as	 the	 real	 costs	 of	 the	war	




was difficult for the Church of Scotland and United Free Church to 




agenda, emerged as a significant political force, especially as the 
Franchise Act of 1918, which finally brought democracy to Britain, 
made	its	impact	felt.	At	the	general	election	of	November	1922,	Labour	
won	twenty-nine	of	Scotland’s	seventy-four	parliamentary	seats,	and	




In	 this	 polarised	 political	 order,	 the	 two	mainstream	Presbyterian	
Churches	ceased	their	calls	for	social	reconstruction.	Such	calls	could	
only	 be	 divisive,	 alienating	middle-	 and	 upper-class	 conservative	
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Church	members.	 The	 situation	 in	 Russia,	 where	 by	 1921	 the	
Communist	party	had	emerged	victorious	in	the	prolonged	Civil	War	
and	was	combining	social	engineering	and	persecution	of	Christians,	















in	1921,	and	 the	miners’	 resistance	 to	 this	had	been	broken	after	 a	
prolonged	lockout.	Yet	another	wage	reduction	was	averted	in	1925,	
when	the	Government	agreed	to	provide	a	substantial	state	subsidy	
to	 the	 industry.	However,	 in	 1926,	 the	Government	withdrew	 the	
subsidy	and	the	coal	owners	gave	notice	of	the	wage	reduction.	When	




of	 the	United	Free	Church	General	Assembly,	 called	 ‘a	victory	 for	
God’.26	As	the	general	strikers	returned	to	work,	the	miners	remained	
locked	out.	John	White,	outgoing	Moderator	of	the	Church	of	Scotland	
General	Assembly,	 offered	 the	 services	 of	 the	Church	 of	Scotland	
to	mediate	a	settlement	of	the	miners’	lockout	in	Scotland.	This,	he	
claimed, would be a fitting role for the national Church – to help 









The	United	Free	Church,	meanwhile,	 had	 another	 kind	of	 plan	 for	


















house-to-house visiting, and prepared tracts and leaflets. The campaign 
was	launched	in	early	October,	as	twenty	clergymen	arrived	in	West	
Fife	to	lead	meetings.	By	now	the	miners	of	West	Fife	had	been	out	


















The miners’ resistance was finally broken in December 1926, and they 
returned	to	work	on	the	owners’	conditions,	which	included	reduced	
wages.	Many	 union	 activists	were	 not	 allowed	 to	 return	 to	work.	






volunteers was Norman Porteous, then in his final year of study. For 
Porteous,	 the	experience	of	revival	work	was	a	profoundly	moving	










































Scotland and United Free Church completed the final stages of the 
prolonged	union	negotiations,	and	 in	1929,	 the	 two	Churches	were	
finally united. The architects of the union presented it as one of the 
great	achievements	of	the	ecumenical	movement	and	one	of	the	greatest	
events	in	Scottish	religious	history.	It	was,	to	be	sure,	an	important	
ecclesiastical	 achievement,	 but	 after	 the	 bitter	 controversies	 of	 the	
1920s,	 it	 did	 not	 arouse	much	 excitement	 in	Scotland	 as	 a	whole.	
Porteous,	meanwhile,	was	in	1929	ordained	minister	of	the	Church	of	
Scotland	parish	church	of	Crossgates,	in	the	West	Fife	mining	district.	
Significantly, then, he set aside his extensive knowledge of classical 
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and	biblical	languages	and	literature,	and	chose	to	enter	the	pastorate	




to flourish. He saw part of his role as parish minister to be a peacemaker, 
















































and	 called	upon	 the	Church	of	Scotland	 to	 support	 the	Confessing	




motion,	which	was	 that	 the	Church	 should	 send	 a	 deputation	 to	
Germany,	 both	 to	 gather	 information	 and	 also	 to	 convey	 fraternal	















Christians, influenced by the higher criticism, to view the Old Testament 
as	less	than	the	inspired	word	of	God.	He	noted	that	these	views	were	
connected	with	the	rising	anti-Semitism	in	Germany.	While	studying	at	
Münster, Porteous may have been the first English-speaking student to 
attend	the	dogmatic	classes	of	the	young	Professor	Karl	Barth.	It	was	
the	beginning	of	a	life-long	friendship	with	the	man	who	would	in	1934	







languages	 and	 literatures.	On	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 had	 also	 been	 his	
ambition since the age of fifteen to be a pastor, and he knew that his 
work	among	the	mining	communities	of	West	Fife	was	needed.	He	was	
in	the	core	of	his	being	a	pastor	of	souls.	The	decision	in	1931	was	
















and	 the	 polarised	 politics	 of	 the	 1920s	 had	 confronted	 the	Church	
with	new	challenges,	which,	wearied	and	haunted	by	the	trauma	of	the	













scholarship	would	 be	 the	 community	 of	 the	 common	 people,	 the	
unknown	men	and	women	whose	lives	were	shaped	by	the	promise	
of	 the	Covenant.	These	were	 the	common	people	he	had	known	in	
the	trenches	of	the	Western	front,	and	in	the	mining	communities	of	
West	Fife.	It	was	these	people	who	needed	the	promise	of	the	ancient	
Scriptures	to	make	sense	of	the	tumult	of	their	times;	it	was	the	image	
of	these	people	that	would	inform	much	of	his	Old	Testament	teaching	
and	his	scholarship.
